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SPORTS DIPLOMACY IN A CONFLICT ENVIRONMENT: 








initiatives targeted at both the youth and female populations. With these government-run programs, Afghan youths 
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DQGRYHUVLJKWWKHVHVSRUWVSURJUDPVFRXOGQRWRQO\DLGLQTXHOOLQJWKHUHVLOLHQWLQVXUJHQF\EXWDOVRLQUHVKDSLQJD















environments within the region, the overwhelmingly large youth population, and a burgeoning desire to progress 
in all facets as a legitimate and autonomous nation in need of an international boost, Afghanistan may serve as an 
LGHDOWHVWEHGIRUWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIORQJWHUPVSRUWVGLSORPDF\LQLWLDWLYHVIRUFRQÀLFWUHVROXWLRQ
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tool to achieve peace, though, is not a new concept. By learning and displaying sportsmanship, discipline, and 
UHVSHFWIRURWKHUVLQGLYLGXDOVDQGJURXSVIURPGLIIHUHQWEDFNJURXQGVKDYHFRPHWRJHWKHULQQRQYLROHQWZD\V
This helps to dispel and redirect aggression and overt nationalism that would otherwise manifest in brutality, 
UHJLRQDOWXUEXOHQFHDQGGLVXQLW\,QHVVHQFHVSRUWVGLSORPDF\KRSHVWRXVH³WKHSROLWLFDOFXOWXUHVRIVSRUWDV
SUR[\ZDUULRUVLQDODUJHULGHRORJLFDOFRQÀLFW´VRPHWKLQJWKDWFRXOG\LHOGLPPHQVHGLYLGHQGVZLWKWKHFXUUHQW
situation in Afghanistan. 
³6SRUWDQGQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\QRPDWWHUKRZFRPSOH[WKHVSHFL¿FUHODWLRQVKLSVDUHLQH[WULFDEO\OLQNHG´$IJKDQV
especially those in the central and northern regions, had for centuries used what is now the Afghan national 
sport, buzkashi, as a way to dispel their competitive spirit in an enjoyable and non-lethal manner, settle political 
GLIIHUHQFHVRUJDLQVWDWXV$V$]R\QRWHV³/LIHLQ$IJKDQLVWDQLVOHVVFRPSDUWPHQWDOL]HGLQSDUWEHFDXVHRID
political culture in which power depends ultimately on reputation, and the investiture of authority is chronically 
LQVHFXUH´
7KHVSRUWLWVHOITXLWHEUXWDOLVHVVHQWLDOO\DIRUPRISRORZKHUHLQDKHDGOHVVJRDW¶VFDUFDVVLVXVHGLQVWHDGRI
mallets and a ball, and two teams composed of locally sponsored players participate more so for themselves than 
IRUWKHWHDP7KHHYHQWRUJDQL]HUVFRXSOHGZLWKWKHUHVSHFWLYHVSRQVRUVVHHNWRLQFUHDVHWKHLUVRFLDOVWDWXVE\






important, as the majority of the population still relies upon village, tribal, or religious elders and leaders for 
JXLGDQFHDQGVXSSRUW7KXVDQ\VSRUWVGLSORPDF\HQGHDYRUPXVWEHXQGHUWDNHQZLWKWKHPLQGVHWWKDWXQOHVVWKHUH
is the ability to reach the entirety of the population, and unless those involved can increase their social capital by 









Afghanistan, allowing aggression to manifest peacefully in an athletic setting. By empowering regional, provincial, 
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instrumental in devising just such programs, reaching the immense Afghan youth population through coaches, 
RI¿FLDOVRUJDQL]HUVDQGPHQWRUV7KLVDOORZVWKRVHUHWXUQLQJWRWKHLUFRPPXQLWLHVIURPPHQWRULQJDQGWUDLQLQJ
VHVVLRQVLQ.DEXOWRJDLQDPRGLFXPRIUHFRJQLWLRQDQGVWLOOHQVXUHWKDWWKHOHVVRQVDQGSURJUDPVDUHFLUFXODWHG




 have a voice or many prospects for school or for jobs. By expanding sports, it gives them that much 














toward her and her family.  
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7DKLPLQD.RKLVWDQLUHSUHVHQWHG$IJKDQLVWDQLQWKHZRPHQ¶VPHWHUVSULQW'HVSLWHDSRRU¿QLVKVKHYLHZHG
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military attempt to reach children in southeast Afghanistan angered local mullahs and villagers as the soccer balls 
GURSSHGLQ.KRVWSURYLQFHZHUHHPEOD]RQHGZLWKÀDJVIURPZRUOGQDWLRQVLQFOXGLQJ6DXGL$UDELDZKRVHÀDJ
SURPLQHQWO\GLVSOD\VWKHVKDKDGDD.RUDQLFYHUVHGHFODULQJRQH¶VIDLWKWR,VODP6RPHYLHZHGWKHSODFLQJRIRQH¶V
foot upon the word of Allah as disrespectful to Afghan culture and Islam as a religion. 
Nevertheless, as female and youth movements gain respect and support in Afghanistan, the burgeoning two-
pronged approach could yield revolutionary results for sports diplomacy as both a means to achieve a sustained 
peace and help majority-youth populations develop. If successful, it could simultaneously change the youth and 




This does not necessarily indicate that the entirety of the youth population as violent, merely that those who would 
have a propensity toward conducting insurgent activities could be dissuaded through athletics. The melding of 





terror and oppression. Public executions were the norm, and as the overwhelming majority of sports were banned 
LQ$IJKDQLVWDQXQGHUWKH7DOLEDQUHJLPHLQFOXGLQJDOOZRPHQ¶VVSRUWVFULFNHWNLWHÀ\LQJDQGEX]NDVKL'XULQJ
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This was a topic touched upon in a recent telephone interview with Major Jeffrey Miller, a sports and youth 
RXWUHDFKRI¿FHUZLWK,6$)+HQRWHGWKDWWKH$IJKDQSHRSOHKDYHIHZ$IJKDQVSRUWVKHURHVWRZKRPWRORRN
XSLQFOXGLQJWKRVHRQ$IJKDQQDWLRQDOWHDPV7KLVQHHGVWREHUHPHGLHG,QRUGHUWRWDNHVSRUWDQGDWKOHWLF
competition seriously, Afghans need a steady stream of individuals to whom they can relate and emulate. In an 
HIIRUWWRHQFRXUDJHQDWLRQDOXQLW\,6$)DQG*,5R$KRSHWRSURPRWHQDWLRQDOVSRUWVKHURHVDVWKH\ULVHWKURXJKWKH
UDQNVLQWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHVSRUWV7REULQJDERXWQDWLRQDOVSRUWVKHURHVKRZHYHUWKHFXOWXUHRIVSRUWQHHGVWREH




national team, said, 
 $IWHU\HDUVRIFLYLOFRQÀLFWDQGZDUSHRSOHZLOOIRFXVRQIRRWEDOODQGWKHEXVLQHVVPHQIURPHDFK]RQH
 ZLOOWU\WRKDYHWKHEHVWSOD\HUV«,WZLOOFUHDWHQDWLRQDOXQLW\«7KH\ZLOOQRWFDUHDERXWKLVHWKQLFLW\
 They will not care about his tribe. They will care that he is one of the best players.  
8OWLPDWHO\WKHDLPLQWU\LQJWRUHDFKWKH\RXWKSRSXODWLRQLVWRQRWRQO\RIIHUDUHVSLWHIURPZDUDQGFRQÀLFWEXW
to foster a culture of sport and non-violent competition that is crucial to the well-being of a peaceful people. A 
JHQHUDWLRQDOLGHRORJLFDOVKLIWQHHGVWRWDNHSODFHIRUWKHVHHIIRUWVWRDFKLHYHORQJWHUPVXFFHVV$VWKHSRSXODWLRQ
RI$IJKDQLVWDQLVRYHUZKHOPLQJO\\RXWKFHQWULFDQGDVLQVXUJHQWVORRNWR\RXQJHULQGLYLGXDOVWREDODQFHRXW




 of the last century, our young athletes can have a strong presence in international sports and bring 























































offer prayers is astounding and a testament to the power that athletics can wield.
/LNHFULFNHWUXJE\LVDQRWKHUVSRUWLQLWVLQIDQF\LQ$IJKDQLVWDQDQGEDVHGXSRQWUDGLWLRQDQGSUHFHGHQWLVZHOO
VXLWHGWRWKH$IJKDQSHRSOH2QO\RUVRSOD\HUVKDYHUHJLVWHUHGZLWKWKHQHZO\IRUPHG$IJKDQLVWDQ5XJE\
Federation, which recently gained membership to the Asian Rugby Football Union in November 2011.  However, 
WKHVSRUWDSSHDOVWRERWKWKHOHJHQGDU\$IJKDQWRXJKQHVVDQGSD\VWULEXWHWRWKHQDWLRQ¶VURXJKEDFNJURXQG
$GGLWLRQDOO\ZKLOH\RXQJLWRIIHUVDQRWKHUQDWLRQDOVSRUWERG\IRUWKH$IJKDQSRSXODWLRQWRORRNWRDQGMRLQ:LWK
each successive sport moving toward national and international representation, the success of sports diplomacy 
initiatives is on full display. 
These national teams and federations would not have been able to emerge were it not for the coordination of many 
individuals devoted to instilling sports values and establishing programs in the population centers of Afghanistan. 
7KHNH\WRDSSHDOLQJWRWKHHQWLUHW\RIWKHWDUJHWDXGLHQFHLVQRWRQO\RIIHULQJDQDOWHUQDWLYHWRRUVDIHKDYHQIURP
FRQÀLFWEXWRIIHULQJHQRXJKRSWLRQVWRKROGWKHLQWHUHVWRIDZDYHULQJDQGHDVLO\LQÀXHQFHGJURXS(QVXULQJ
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and fund Afghan-based sports programs. Some of those volunteers are former collegiate or professional players 
ZRUNLQJDW,6$)KHDGTXDUWHUVZKRFRPHIURPPDQ\GLIIHUHQWPHPEHUQDWLRQV+HDOVRWRXFKHGXSRQDQ
upcoming initiative to build thirty multisport facilities distributed between each of the Afghan provinces, which 


















a peaceful and productive alternatives, its success or failure will reside with those who are charged with spreading 
WKHLUNQRZOHGJHWRWKHLUORFDOFRPPXQLWLHV7KLVWULFNOHGRZQPHWKRGLVQHFHVVDU\LQDQDWLRQDVFXOWXUDOO\DQG
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